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Improving the Quality of Economic Statistics: 
The 1992 Economic Statistics Initiative 

On February 14, 1991, the Chairman of the Council of 
Economic Advisers released a stc.tement •yy 1992 Economic 
Stc.tistics Initiative: Improving the Quality of Economic 
Stc.tistics. • The stc.tement sets forth a multiyear plan to 
implement the recommendations of the Working Group on im· 
proving economic stc.tistics estc.blished by the President in 
1989. This note summarizes the statement. 

Although the U.S. statistical system is among the finest in the world, it 
faces serious problems resulting &om the rapid pace of change in today's 
economy. These problems are centered in the increasing importance of 
the service sector, the growing internationalization of the economy, the 
deregulation of industries, and the increasing rate of technological inno
vation as reflected in changes in existing products and introduction of new 
products. Timely improvements in the statistical system-and, in many 
cases, new concepts and methodologies-are required. 

Federal economic statistics are numbers that move the economy. It is 
vital to policymakers, the business community, and researchers that these 
statistics be of the highest possible quality. Many groups-such as the 
American Economic Association, the Council of Professional Associations 
on Federal Statistics, the National Academy of Sciences, and the National 
Association of Business Economists-agree that improvements are needed. 

A Working Group on improving the quality of economic statistics was 
established in April 1989, chaired by Michael J. Boskin, Chairman of the 
Council of Economic Advisers, and including the Commerce Department's 
Under Secretary for Economic Affairs and representatives of many of the 
major producers and users of economic statistics in the Federal Govern
ment. The Working Group developed a package of recommendations of the 
highest priority for improving economic statistics. The President approved 
this package of recommendations on November 25, 1989.1 

The Economic Statistics Initiative in the President's fiscal year 1992 
budget proposes increases totaling approximately $30 million in statisti
cal agency budgets to implement these recommendations. Overall, the 
administration is proposing additional expenditures of nearly $230 mil
lion in fiscal years 1992-96 to improve economic statistics. The initiatives 
are concentrated in three agencies: Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (Bl.S), and Bureau of the Census (Census): Ini
tiatives are also proposed for the National Agricultural Statistics Service 
(NASS) and the National Science Foundation (NSF). In the following de
scriptions of the initiatives, the agency responsible for carrying out the 
initiative is shown in parentheses at the end of each description. 

Improving the National and Internattonal Economic Accounts 

• Modernized and extended economic accounts: 
National economic accounts that follow the United Nations revised Sys

tem of National Accounts (SNA) would be introduced in the comprehensive 
revision of GNP in the mid-1990's. The principal new features will include 
(1) an integrated set of current and capital accounts, including balance 
sheets that include both financial and nonfinancial transactions, and (2) 
satellite accounts, which cut across the government, business, and bouse
hold sectors and incorporate additional information to give a full picture 
by function or area.2 (BEA) 

International economic accounts that follow revised International Mon
etary Fund guidelines would be introduced in 1993 and 1994. The 
principal features will include (1) an integrated set of current and cap
ital accounts, including balance sheets, and (2) new detail in several 
policy-oriented and analytically significant areas. (BEA) 

• Improvements to the present national economic accounts: 
The time required to prepare the input-output tables would be reduced 

to 5 years for the benchmark tables and 3 years for the annual tables. 
<BEA) 

Various components of real GNP-including constant-dollar estimates 
of investment in "high-tech" goods, banking services, and State and local 
government purchases-would be strengthened. (BEA) 
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Coverage and accuracy of the surveys that provide the data for private 
nonresidential construction expenditures, primarily surveys of construc
tion of industrial plants and of renovations and improvements of existing 
structures, would be strengthened. More accurate price indexes for 
nonresidential construction would be developed. (Census) 

• Improvements to the present International economic accounts: 
The measures of international flows of portfolio capital would be 

strengthened to take into account new channels of financing and new types 
of financial instruments. Tho measures of direct investment would be 
strengthened to include estimates for small reporters and nonreporters. 
(BEA) 

A survey of financial institutions to obtain information on international 
financial services (noninterest income) would be instituted; surveys of 
other types of international services would be strengthened. (BEA) 

A methodology to adjust the value of exports for any systematic un
derstatement would be developed (such understatement may occur when 
exporters understate values in order to reduce customers' import du
ties). Other improvements in the measurement of exports would also be 
undertaken. (Census) 

• Source data: Selected improvements in source data would be sup
ported with funds provided to BEA. BEA would use these funds to secure 
additional information from administrative records, to support new statis
tical surveys or extensions to existing surveys, and to carry out research 
to determine feasible ways of closing gaps in source data. (BEA) 

IncretUlng the Coverage of the Service Sector 

• Employment, hours, and elll"llinp: Coverage of the monthly es· 
tablishment survey would be expanded to include over 100 additional 
S!lrvice-producing industries, a 50-percent increase in published service 
sector detaiL The new industri.es would be phased in over a 5-year period, 
with 80 available in 1992. (Bl.S) 

• Output of the service sector: 
Research would be carried out to develop accurate, replicable, standard

ized measures of output for the service sector. These measures of output 
would pennit the introduction of new service sector price indexes into the 
producer and international price programs. (Bl.S) 

The coverage of the annual survey of services and the quinquennial 
census of service industries would be expanded to provide virtually com
plete coverage of the service sector and a more detailed picture of the 
composition of the service industries. (Census) 

• Purchased aervlcer. Additional information on purchased services 
would be collected in annual surveys and quinquennial censuses. (Census) 

• Corporate financial data: Additional information on financial per
formance would be collected from the service sector and small business. 
(Census) 

Separating Quality and Inflation Changes in Price Data 

Research would be carried out to develop and extend methods for sep
arating price change &om changes in product quality. These methods 
would be applied in the producer and consumer price programs. (Bl.S) 

Improuing Establlshment and Horuehold Survey~ of Empklyment 

• Establlsbmen~ survey: Automated data-collection techniques would 
be extended in the monthly survey of employment, hours, and earnings 
to speed up receipt of reports trom business establishments. This would 
increase substantially the proportion of establishments included in the 
preliminary estimates issued at the beginning of each month and thus 
would provide more accurate and timely data. (Bl.S) 

• Household survey: Automated data collection techniques would 
be introduced in the Current Population Survey to permit the use of 
a new questionnaire that would improve the accuracy of the household 
employment and unemployment series. (Bl.S, Census) 
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Tracking Changes Across InduBtriet 

• BusineBB establishment lists: 
Separate ~ts of business establishments maintained by BLS and Cen

sus for their SW'Vey programs would be reconciled and combined, thereby 
eliminating duplication of effort and achieving gains in accuracy and 
consistency. (BLS, Census) 

A more complete and accurate list of farm establishments would be 
developed for the 1992 Census of Agriculture. (NASS) 

• lndUBtrial classification: The Standard Industrial Classification 
would be maintained on an up-to-date basis, and innovative classification 
methods would be developed to keep pace with rapid changes occurring 
across all industries. (Census) 

Preparing for Puture Statiltreal Workforce Needl 

A university center for graduate-level training in statistics would be 
established for staff and prospective staff of Federal statistical agencies. 
In addition to serving degree candidates, the center would offer a wide 
variety of graduate courses on a nondegree basis. (NSF) 

Sharing of Staliltreal Dala 

Legislation would be prepared to provide a standardized mechanism, 
under stringent safeguards, for limited sharing of confidential statis
tical information between statistical agencies. The sharing would be 
solely for statistical purposes and would reduce duplication and eliminate 
inconsistencies in series prepared by separate agencies. 


